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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between family life
changes, perceived stress, locus of control, gender, and the achievement of grade eleven
students. A literature review revealed that adolescents report a high level of stress in a
variety of situations. Changes in family life and factors at school are two of the major
stressors. The research suggests that an individual with an external locus of control is
more likely to experience stress than an individual with an internal locus of control. The
research also suggests that a higher level of stress combined with an external locus of
control is more likely to result in a lower level of achievement.
This quantitative study consisted of a sample of 119 (M = 56, F = 63) grade
eleven Caucasian students from a midwestem rural community. Each subject completed
three instruments including a family life change inventory, a locus of control scale, and a
perceived stress measure. Scores from these instruments were compared with each
student's cumulative grade point average (GPA) using Pearson product moment
correlations to determine whether or not there were any statistically significant
correlations for the total group and by gender.
Statistical analysis revealed that there was no apparent statistically significant
correlation between family life changes and GPA, or between the perceived stress level
and GP A. There was a statistically significant relationship between females with an
external locus of control and a lower GP A. There was no apparent significance with the
male population regarding locus of control. It was found that aptitude, as measured by a
test given to the subjects during grade ten, accounted for 50.4% of the variance of the
GPA data.
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CHAPTER I
Introduction
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationships between the
variables of: family life changes, perceived stress, locus of control, gender, and the
achievement of grade eleven students.
Operational Definitions
Family. A family is any group of persons related to each other by marriage,
blood, adoption, or foster care. The individuals may or may not live together.
Family Life Changes. Family life changes are the specific changes or events in
the family which an individual has experienced. Such family life changes include
employment status, number of family members, sexual activity, illness, death, financial
status, familial conflict, substance abuse, and legal conflict as measured by the
Adolescent-Family Inventory of Life Events and Changes (A-FILE)(McCubbin &
Thompson, 1991).
Perceived Stress. Perceived stress consists of specific feelings regarded as
negative in nature which are self reported by individuals. Examples would include
feeling tense, wanting to cry, feeling overwhelmed, etc. as measured by the Index of
Clinical Stress (ICS)(Abell, 1991).
Locus of Control. Locus of control is whether or not an individual feels he or she
has control over what happens in life. Specifically, individuals have either an internal
locus of control or an external locus of control as measured by the Children's NowickiStrickland Internal-External Locus of Control Scale (CNSIE)(Nowicki & Strickland,
1973).
Internal Locus of Control. Internal locus of control is demonstrated by an
individual who feels he or she has some control of life events.
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External Locus of Control. External locus of control is demonstrated by
an individual who feels he or she has little or no control of life events.
Achievement. Achievement is the academic performance of students as measured
by the grade point average (GPA).
PLAN test. The PLAN test is an aptitude test administered to grade ten students.
It reports scores in English, math, reading, and science reasoning, as well as a composite
score.
Background
While serving as a counselor in a high school setting it has become evident that
some students experience stress and a feeling of not being able to control events that
happen to them (external locus of control). With few exceptions, students seeking
personal counseling are experiencing some form of stress. Many of these students have
difficult home situations which they report as being stressful. They feel they cannot
change or control changes which occur within the family. Individual students who have
requested counseling have typically been in academic trouble as well. It would appear
that there may be some connection between perceived stress, locus of control, family life
changes, and the achievement of high school students.
Given the current state mandates in education which oblige school districts to
assess student learning outcomes, identification of factors which are related to student
achievement would be of utmost importance. Factors which are related to achievement,
once identified, could become part of the school improvement plan. Experimental
programs, both preventive and remedial, focusing on those factors could be implemented.
Significance of the Study
This study will measure the correlations between family life changes, perceived
stress, locus of control, and achievement. Since there is little research in the area of stress
as it relates to adolescents and school achievement, the study will contribute to the
current knowledge in the area. This investigation is designed to provide information
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which may improve understanding of student achievement as it relates to personal traits
and environmental circumstances. If there is a connection between the identified areas
and achievement, other schools could use the same method to investigate the connection
within their particular setting.
Research Hypotheses
Several factors were examined during the course of this study. Family life
changes, locus of control, and perceived stress were measured independently to attempt to
identify factors which might correlate to the achievement of students. The specific
hypotheses of focus are identified as follows.
Hypothesis 1: Students experiencing a greater number of family life changes will
have a lower GP A than students experiencing a lower number of family life changes.
Hypothesis 2: Students with a high level of perceived stress will have a lower
GP A than students with a low level of perceived stress.
Hypothesis 3: Students with an external locus of control will have a lower GPA
than students with an internal locus of control.
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CHAPTER II
Review of Literature
Review
Stress is a term which has been defined in various ways. Selye (1974) defined
stress as "the nonspecific response of the body to any demand made upon it" (p.27). His
definition has been challenged by Lazarus (1993) who defines stress as a subset of
emotion. Regardless of the definition which is accepted, reports of stress in school-aged
children are well documented (Matheny, Aycock, & McCarthy 1993; Thoresen &
Eagleston, 1983). Three areas in which adolescents experience stress are family life, the
school setting, and academic achievement. Another related area of concern when
studying adolescents is locus of control (Nowicki & Strickland, 1973).
The first area, family life, presents stressful situations for adolescents.
Adolescents who come from an intact two-parent family are less likely to experience
stress than those who come from either step-parent or single-parent households (Gore,
Aseltine, & Colton, 1992). Adolescents caught in the middle of a divorce situation are
extremely vulnerable to stress. Elkind (1984) has identified this as an unforeseeable and
unavoidable type of stress. These adolescents often lose interest in school and sometimes
have physical problems as a result of the stress. Parents and family were reported as
sources of stress by grade ten students (Mates & Allison, 1992). Pressure from parents to
do well in school and/or sports, complaints about abuse and yelling, an inability to
communicate, and problems with conflicts between the parents were all identified as
stressful. Zitzow (1992) reported that students experience stress as a result of parents
divorcing, incest, death of a family member, and a failure to live up to family
expectations. Family stress was the most common stress situation for adolescents as
measured by Puskar & Lamb (1991). Regardless of the specific reason for stress in the
family, it is evident that numerous factors exist which cause students to experience stress.
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The second area identified is the school setting. Within the school setting
students are exposed to a variety of stressors which relate negatively to achievement
(Grannis, 1992). Two areas of concern identified by Forman & O'Malley (1984) are test
anxiety, which is considered a form of achievement stress, and social interaction stress.
The social interaction stress is characterized by peer rejection and lack of acceptance by
teachers. Conners (1983) identifies stress as being related to the actual physical
environment of the school which affects the social interaction of students. Pressures from
school peers to dress appropriately and pressures to be in an accepted group are reported
as being very important by at-risk students (Bauwens & Hourcade, 1992). Gifted
students have also been affected by this social interaction stress when they exhibit an
intolerance with teachers and peers in the school setting (Kaplan & Geoffroy 1993). Test
anxiety was also identified as a problem area of focus for researchers providing stress
inoculation training (Meichenaum & Deffenbacher, 1988).
Finally, academic pressure to get an A or Bin a course was identified as being
stressful by students in grades 9-12 (Zitzow, 1992). Students feel pressure to perform and
may not have the study skills necessary to do so. Similarly, gifted students sometimes
stop achieving in an effort to reduce or avoid stress (Kaplan & Geoffroy, 1993). While
their abilities may be such that they can succeed academically, the stress they experience
can be overwhelming. Getting homework completed and having too much homework
were concerns of grade ten students participating in focus group interviews (Mates &
Allison, 1992). They reported that it was very stressful when five or six different
teachers assigned homework, and each homework assignment took an hour to complete.
It should be noted, however, that not all research supports the idea that stress negatively
affects achievement. Kiselica, Baker, Thomas, & Reedy (1994) found that there was no
significant difference in the achievement of students who reported a high level of stress
related symptoms such as headaches, insomnia, and fidgeting, and students who did not
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report a high level of stress related symptoms. More research is needed in this area to
determine if there are any significant correlations between stress and achievement.
Overall, school related stress is an important aspect for many high school students
(Cole & Sapp, 1988). While some adolescents have few problems in school which are
associated with stress, others experience ongoing turmoil. Schools often demand that
these young people succeed academically (Thoresen & Eagleston, 1983). While there are
some programs in schools which are serving as preventive measures (Sylwester, 1983),
and counseling techniques to help reduce stress have been identified (Waggoner &
LaForge, 1994), more research is needed. Very little research on adolescent stress has
been conducted (Matheny, et al., 1993). It was noted by Matheny, et al. (1993) that
perhaps "adults underestimate the stressful nature of childhood and youth" (p.116). Since
there is a significant correlation between stress and the development of depression (Toler
& Murphy, 1985), it would seem that addressing stress as it relates to the school would be

a high priority regardless of its relationship to achievement.
The other area of concern is locus of control. The issue of locus of control has
been studied in relation to achievement. Stipek & Weisz (1981) found that "most of the
published studies have resulted in a significant relationship between locus of control
questionnaire scores and achievement" (p.106). Findley & Cooper (1983) used data
analysis from 75 studies to determine that an internal locus of control is positively related
to academic achievement for students in elementary grades through college. Another
review of thirty-six studies (Bar-Tol & Bar-Zohar, 1977) found that while not all data
were consistent, the trend was that "the more internal the individual's orientation, the
higher the individuals achievement" (p. 182). One study of children in grades five
through eight found that a lower score on a standardized achievement test was correlated
to a high degree of external locus of control (Nunn, Montgomery, & Nunn, 1986).
Nowicki & Walker (1974) found that fifth and sixth graders "who were more internally
controlled achieved more than those who were more externally controlled" (p. 279). In
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another study eighth graders with an internal locus of control were found to have higher
achievement than those with an external locus of control (Grannis, 1992). A study of
Nigerian secondary school boys (Maqsud, 1980) also found that "academic achievement
scores for the internals were significantly higher than for externals" (p. 149).
In contrast, while research supports the correlation between achievement and

locus of control, various concerns arise when looking at specific populations and gender.
The Children's Nowicki-Strickland Internal-External Locus of Control Scale (CNSIE)
was normed for students in grades three through twelve (Nowicki & Strickland, 1973).
While there were significant correlations between internal locus of control and higher
achievement test scores, the males had a more significant correlation. It was determined
that "female achievement does not seem predictable from scores on the NowickiStrickland scale" (p. 152). A study of Hungarian children in grades five through eight
(Rupp & Nowicki, 1978) found that higher academic achievement was related to an
internal locus of control. The Hungarian children did not differ from the American
children in the initial norm group for the CNSIE except that an internal locus of control
"was a more powerful predictor of the academic performance of the Hungarian females
than for the American females" (p. 363). Institutionalized male juvenile delinquents
(Little & Kendall, 1978) did not have a significant correlation between locus of control
and achievement when there was a control for intelligence. When forty- eight
emotionally disturbed children were given the CNSIE (Finch, Pezzuti, & Nelson, 1975),
"locus of control correlated significantly with achievement" (p.103), and the scores for
males and females did not differ significantly. A study of learning disabled females in
grades two and three (Swanson, 1980) failed to find a significant relationship between
locus of control and achievement. A similar study of learning disabled males of similar
age (Swanson, 1981) did find a significant correlation between locus of control and
achievement. Cole & Sapp (1988) found that there was no significant correlation
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between locus of control and achievement when studying high school seniors. It would
seem that further study of the issue is warranted.
Overall, research was in agreement that stress is a concern for adolescents. One
particular area outside of school which was found to be stressful was family life and
changes which occur within the family. Locus of control was related to the achievement
level of students in much of the research. Determining whether stress, family life
changes, and locus of control are correlated to the achievement of adolescents seems
worthy of further study.
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CHAPTER III
Method
Research Design
This was a quantitative correlational study designed to determine the relationship
between family life changes, perceived stress, locus of control, and achievement of grade
eleven students. Data were also examined by gender. The achievement of each student
was evaluated at the end of the first semester of grade eleven by recording the GPA. The
other three measures were administered during the first semester in courses taken by
grade eleven students. An assessment of aptitude was accomplished by obtaining the
PLAN test score for each student to control for intelligence differences.
Sample
The sample in the study consisted of 119 students in grade eleven at Salem
Community High School in Salem, Illinois who had parental permission to participate,
and who had a grade ten PLAN test score. There were 63 female subjects and 56 male
subjects.
At the time of the study, the grade eleven student population of Salem
Community High School was 200 white Caucasian students with one student of Asian
decent. Most of the student's families would be considered middle-class. Since the group
of students was relatively homogenous, the GP A data were examined to determine
whether or not the 119 students were a representative sample. The 119 students did have
a GP A range from the highest to one of the lowest. Those students not participating in
the study had varying GP A scores and did not fall within any one quartile. Therefore, it
was determined that the sample was representative of the population.
Data Collection
Initially, parental permission forms were devised with the approval and input of
the administration of Salem Community High School (see Appendix). Consent forms
were distributed in U.S. History classes since all grade eleven students were enrolled in
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that particular class. Since participation in the study was not mandatory, many students
and parents were hesitant to consent. Additional measures were taken to assure the
anonymity of all students should another individual get access to the completed
questionnaires. Information including the student name, the parents' occupations, the
student's age, and the student's religious preference were not completed by the student.
Since the student questionnaires had to be paired with the student's GPA, each student
was given a subject number to ensure that individuals not involved with the study could
not identify the individual who had completed the questionnaire. Students were also
assured that individual items on their questionnaires would not be scrutinized, and that
the names would be checked only for the purpose of the GPA. After these assurances of
anonymity, the number of parental consent responses doubled. Consent forms which had
not been returned were then either personally given to the parent at parent-teacher night,
or they were delivered by mail with the first quarter grade report. Additional
questionnaires were returned. At this point in time, telephone calls were placed to those
parents who either had not returned the consent form or who had not given consent.
After all of the attempts were made to collect the consent from the parents, a total
of 160 consent forms had been returned out of a potential of 201. Of the 160 consent
forms returned, there were eleven parents who would not give consent. The remaining
number of 149 was further reduced, since 26 of the students did not have a grade ten
PLAN test score. The final number of students who participated was 123. Of those 123
students, four had incomplete or incorrectly marked responses on the instruments that
were administered. Therefore, the total number of subjects for the study was 119.
During the time the parental consent forms were being written, the two U.S.
History teachers were notified. Permission was requested to administer the instruments
during class time in the U.S. History classes. Both teachers were cooperative and
supportive of the research study. After parental consent forms had been collected, there
was one small change of plans. Originally, the instruments were going to be
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administered on three separate occasions. It was decided, with the input of the teachers,
that it would serve everyone involved better if all three instruments were administered at
the same time. This allowed all data collection to be completed during one class period.
The few students who were absent on the day of administration were taken out of study
hall the day they returned to school so that they could complete the instruments.
After the instruments were administered, the locus of control measure (Nowicki &
Strickland, 1973) and the perceived stress measure (Abell, 1991) had to be hand scored.
The hand scoring allowed a more efficient data entry for the purpose of running the
statistical analysis. The locus of control measure had questions which were answered
with a yes or no response, but internal and external questions were intermingled.
Therefore, it was determined that each response should be identified as either an internal
or an external response. Likewise, the perceived stress measure had items which were
either a high stress or a low stress statement to which the student had to respond with a
number between one and seven. One represented "none of the time" and seven
represented "all of the time." The questions were cross-scored so that all responses were
equated to high stress when answered with a seven. The family life change measure
(McCubbin & Thompson, 1991) was conveniently a list of possible family life changes.
The higher the number of "yes" responses, the higher the number of family life changes.
Finally, the data were entered numerically into a spreadsheet so that the Academic
Computing office at Eastern Illinois University could run the necessary statistical
analysis. The correlational statistical analysis was performed on a UNIX computer
system using the SAS statistical software.
Instrumentation
Family life changes, perceived stress, locus of control, and achievement were
measured.
Family Life Changes. The Adolescent-Family Inventory of Life Events and
Changes (A-FILE) was used to measure the number of reported family life changes
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(McCubbin & Thompson, 1991). It is a SO-item instrument designed to measure the
perceptions of life events and changes in the family as experienced by the adolescent. It
is recommended as a measure of adolescent's perception of family stress. The instrument
was normed using 500 junior and senior high school students. The A-FILE is reported as
having a fair internal consistency with a Cronbach's alpha coefficient for total recent life
changes of .69 (p. 102). It has very good stability with a two-week test-retest correlation
of .82 (p. 104) for total recent life changes and .84 (p. 104) for total past life changes. For
the 119 students in the present study, the Cronbach's alpha coefficient for both present
and past life changes combined was .88.
Perceived Stress. The Index of Clinical Stress (ICS) was used to measure
perceived stress (Abell, 1991). It is a 25-item instrument used to determine the amount of
perceived stress experienced by individuals. It allows for a measure of perceived stress
without using the more common life change scales. It was normed using 205 family
members in a midsize southern community. It included all family members and was not
specific to adolescents. Some changes including changing the measure from a 5-point
scale to a 7-point scale have occurred since the norms were reported. The internal
consistency of the ICS has a Cronbach's alpha coefficient of .96 (p. 14). No stability
data are available at this time. For the 119 students in the present study, the Cronbach's
alpha coefficient was also .96.
Locus of Control. The Children's Nowicki-Strickland Internal-External Locus of
Control Scale (CNSIE) (Nowicki & Strickland, 1973) is a 40-item scale designed to
measure whether an individual has an internal or external locus of control. It was
developed in a series of studies using over 1000 male and female children from third to
twelfth grade. The internal consistency of the measure using the split-half method,
corrected by the Spearman-Brown formula, is .74 for grades 9 to 11 (p. 152). Stability is
reported as .71 for grade ten students using six-week test-retest correlations (p. 152). For
the 119 students in the present study, the Cronbach's alpha coefficient was .69.
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CHAPTER IV
Results
Statistics
Hypothesis 1: Students experiencing a greater number of family life changes will
have a lower GPA than students experiencing a lower number of family life changes.
The number of family life changes was measured using the A-FILE.
Achievement was measured by the GPA. Pearson product moment correlations were
computed to determine if the number of family life changes was directly related to the
GPA of grade eleven students for the total group and by gender (Table 1). There was no
apparent statistically significant correlation between the number of family life changes
and the GPA for the total group or for males or females.
Hypothesis 2: Students with a high level of perceived stress will have a lower
GPA than students with a low level of perceived stress.
The level of perceived stress was measured using the ICS. Achievement was
measured by the GPA. Pearson product moment-correlations were computed to
determine if the level of perceived stress was directly related to the GPA of grade eleven
students for the total group and by gender (Table 1). There was no apparent statistically
significant correlation between the level of perceived stress and the GPA for the total
group or for males or females.
Hypothesis 3: Students with an external locus of control will have a lower GPA
than students with an internal locus of control.
Locus of control was measured using the CNSIE. Achievement was measured by
the GPA. Pearson product-moment correlations were computed to determine if
extemality was directly related te the GPA of grade eleven students for the total group
and by gender (Table 1). There was a significant correlation between extemality and a
lower GPA for females. There was no apparent statistically significant correlation for
males. The correlation for the entire group was slightly significant as a result of the high
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Table 1
Correlations between Eleventh Grade First Semester Cumulative Grade Point Average
and Measures of Life Events. Internal-External Locus of Control. and Stress for Males.
Females, and the Total Sample

Grade Point Average

Males
Scales

(n =56)

Females
(n

=63)

Total
(n = 119)

Adolescent-Family Inventory
-.18

-.18

-.15

Control Scale

-.03

*-.31

*-.18

Index of Clinical Stress

-.03

-.10

-.02

of Life Events
Children's Nowicki-Strickland
Internal-External Locus of

*significant, p < .OS
Notes. As the above table indicates, the higher the GPA, the lower the score on the
specified scale. A high score on the Locus of Control Scale translates to an external locus
of control. The only significant correlation was between GPA and an external locus of
control for females. A female with a lower GPA was more likely to have an external
locus of control. Since there was no apparent significant relationship between the GPA
and locus of control of males, the significance between GPA and locus of control for the
total sample was a result of the female sample.
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correlation for females.
Pearson product-moment correlations were computed to determine the
correlations between GPA and the aptitude as measured by the PLAN test. The aptitude
measure correlated .71 with GPA for the total group, which meant that for this group of
eleventh grade students, 50.4 percent of the total variance in GPA was accounted for by
student aptitude.
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CHAPTERV
Discussion
The results of this study indicate that the number of life changes may not be
correlated to the GPA of the subjects. The A-FILE, unlike some other family life change
measures, does not weight any of the life change items according to relative severity. For
example, a family member going to jail has the same point value on the scale as a family
member starting high school. Had an instrument with a weighted family life change scale
been used, perhaps there would have been some significant correlation.
The second measure, the ICS, also found that there was no apparent significant
correlation between perceived stress and the GPA of the subjects. One factor to consider
is that the ICS is a 25 item questionnaire which only asks whether or not an individual is
experiencing stress related feelings. It does not attempt to measure symptoms. The
instrument also does not differentiate types of stress such as school related, family, etc. A
more detailed study with different, weighted measures of stress would be necessary to
assess these areas.
The third measure, the CNSIE, was associated with a statistically significant
correlation between locus of control and GPA for females but not for males. Nowicki &
Walker (1974) had similar results with fifth and sixth grade subjects when they found that
females with an internal locus of control achieved better academically than males with an
internal locus of control. In the Salem Community High School study, only females from
one grade level were examined. It would be interesting to study females in grades 9-12 to
determine if the correlation were true for the larger population. Certainly, further study in
this area is warranted.
Yet another factor to consider is the sample used in this study. The students
involved were a rather homogenous group and the limited range of variation within the
measures could effect the results. Having only 119 subjects participate in the study when
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the population was actually 200 students could also have effected the outcome. A more
diverse sample using an entire school population might yield differing results.
This study attempted to find correlations between family life changes, perceived
stress, locus of control, and the GPA of students. The finding that 50.4 percent of the
variance in GPA was accounted for by knowledge of measured aptitude is one reason
there were few other statistically significant findings. With such a high Coefficient of
Determination (Mehrens & Lehmann, 1991) between measured aptitude and GPA as a
measure of achievement, a third variable would have to have an unusually high
relationship with GPA to add anything of significance to the variance already accounted
for by knowledge of aptitude. Given the relatively homogenous sample of students in
this study, and the limited number of total participants, the instruments used to measure
the variables of interest in this study were probably not sensitive enough. The
hypothesized relationships may yet exist, but will not appear significant until a much
larger, more heterogeneous sample of students is studied. A longitudinal study could
possibly use GPA as a measure of achievement with differing results. At this point in
time, the academic achievement level of Salem Community High School grade eleven
students, as measured in this study, is related more to measured aptitude than to any other
factor.
It would seem that while students in this school setting verbally report high stress
levels, family changes, and feelings of no control over events in their lives, these factors
were not significantly correlated with their cumulative GPA after first semester of the
eleventh grade. The only exception would be the female population with regards to
intemality. Again, the limitations of the instrumentation, and the sample size and
homogeneity need to be kept in perspective.
Most of the expected GPA correlations with the specified measures were minimal
in this study. Services to assist students with perceived stress, family changes, and a
feeling of extemality to increase the GP A level would not be supported. Different
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instrumentation administered with findings supporting the original hypotheses in this
study may provide such support. It also would be advisable to include each student in
grades nine through twelve to guarantee a larger, more heterogeneous, sample. A
longitudinal study of perceived stress, family changes, and locus of control might also be
useful to identify other factors which are correlated with achievement. Areas not
addressed in this study, such as motivation, may need to be considered in the future when
achievement levels are studied in relation to the variables identified in this paper.
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Appendix
Consent Form
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(First Name)

Dear Parent:
I will be conducting a study to try and determine factors which might affect academic
achievement. The students in the study will be asked to complete no more than three
different questionnaires. The questionnaires will be completed during a U.S. History or
English class on three separate occasions. Each will take ten to twenty minutes to
complete.
Participation in the study is totally voluntary. Those choosing not to participate will not
be penalized in any way. All information gathered will be confidential. The study is
being conducted under the supervision of the Educational Psychology and Guidance
Department at Eastern Illinois University and has the approval of the Salem Community
High School Administration.
Please allow me to include your son or daughter in the study. My hope is that all Junior
students will participate. Please call me at 548-0727 if you have any questions or
concerns.
Respectfully,

Marla McDaneld
Counselor
Nil., I do not want my son/daughter to participate in the study.

(signature of parent/guardian)

(date)

Yes, I give permission form my son/daughter to participate in the study.

(signature of parent/guardian)

(date)

Please return this form to Mrs. McDaneld or your son's/daughter's U. S. History teacher.

